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to their environment. The character or personality of a shape is defined for me by its gesture and its color. I like to join shapes with different characters in such a way that they incorporate a sense of movement.
The emphasis has not been on competition or conflict, but on a kind of dynamic balance.
As I worked through a series of still life studies last winter, I
felt tyrannized at first by the objects in front of me. While I was looking at them, I could not break away from a faithful rendering of their shapes, colors, and placement. It was only when I sat down to draw them without looking at them that I was able to redesign their contours and reinvent the space around them. I also found it helpful to cut still life shapes from paper and rearrange them with other scraps of paper. It was important for me to separate still life objects from their natural surroundings in order to concentrate on the formal considerations of making the shapes more interesting and activating the negative space around them.
During spring term I began doing pastel drawings without reference to any specific thing. I learned that I am most interested in shapes with strong gestures that can be linked with other shapes that contribute to an exciting relationship. The content of the drawings became the relationship between the shapes. I recognized an old theme in my art: painting is and the other is to find out how to make a painting. The first is learning something and the second is making something.
-Frank Stella
The body of work in this thesis exhibition demonstrates my attempt to understand the visual language of nonobjective art and to use the formal elements of that language to make powerful and provocative art.
Line, shape, and color are the formal elements that interest me most.
Allowing the surf ace to develop in the process of making lines and shapes has resulted in an undisguised record of the decisions made. The large scale magnifies every line and shape and demands confidence and energy in each gesture of the drawing and painting activity. Color affects the weight, character, and spatial position of the shapes and allows greater complexity in the composition.
To learn about the formal elements of art and how they interact, I consists not of opposing essences of matter and spirit, representation and structure, but of relations, process.
-Robert Motherwell
Cubism opened the door to abstract art. During the analytical phase, Braque and Picasso studied objects to find forms which could be translated into geometric shapes arranged across the picture plane. In the following phase, synthetic cubism, they began their compositions with abstract elements--flat shapes, line, and color--and added descriptive details to connect the pictorial reality with the world around them.
Instead of translating an object into geometrized form, they began with the form and then gave it significance as an object. The brilliant playfulness and free manipulation of shape in synthetic cubism opened my eyes to the possibilities of art beyond naturalistic representation. "form of a work of art derives from two fundamental premises: the material or medium • .
• and the construction, through which the material is organized in a coherent whole, acquiring its artistic logic and its profound meaning."
5 While Picasso subordinated the medium or material to the image, Tatlin drew his inspiration from the materials themselves and the way he combined those materials became the content of his work.
Tatlin did not find it necessary to identify the objects in his art as still life objects. His "counter-reliefs" employ wood, wire, glass, paper, and sheets of metal. Their rough and worn surfaces undergo minimum modification to allow their irregularities to play against the rigid structure that orders their placement into a unified whole. Tatlin's attitude towards materials helped me to reconsider my choice of materials and to use them with little alteration. The contrast between his organic surfaces and tight structure is similar to the contrast between my loosely painted surfaces and hard-edged structure.
The formal concerns and content issues generated by early abstract painters continue to influence today's artists. "Probably the most annoying and tedious characteristic of abstraction is its tendency to defend and explain itself in terms of problems," comments Frank Stella.
"To survive, abstraction must not only transcend this tendency toward a schematic or decorative elaboration of its early successes; it must also somehow come to terms with the constant challenge of classic art, teaching itself to use and develop the formal dynamics of the past without a return to the illusionism upon which classic art was based. wanted to keep that sense of order while I complicated the visual effect of the tilted planes by angling them away from the wall and projecting them into the space around them. To make a more three-dimensional construction, I needed a thicker, more rigid material than the cardboard.
Polystyrene foam insulation panels met these requirements. They are manufactured in a variety of thicknesses ranging from one inch to four feet and densities ranging from a coarse, pliable material to a finely textured, very rigid material. They are also inexpensive, easy to cut, and lightweight enough for me to handle large sheets without assistance.
I like the idea of making art from nontraditional materials borrowed from the industrial world, following the precedent set by Picasso, Tatlin, and others.
The first step in working with one-inch foam was very much like working with cardboard; I cut shapes as large as the two-foot width of the sheets allowed without using a preconceived plan as to how the pieces would fit together. Cardboard is thin enough for shapes to interlace with one section wrapping around another, half over and half beneath had to cut them to make them fit together, closing the gaps between shapes. This process locked the shapes into a specific configuration before the painting began and made readjustments difficult. I painted the piece dozens of times trying to find the combination of shapes and colors that would make sense of the eccentric shifts from plane to plane within the painting. There were so many options for changes. The hue, value, amount, position, and shape of each color had to be adjusted to define relationships between parts and to organize the work as a whole.
I made a twelve-inch diagram of the painting and experimented with different color combinations to redefine the structure. Finally I turned the painting to the wall and went on to other things.
About six months later, Painted Foam Cutout was disassembled into three parts so that it could be moved to a new studio space. I was suddenly able to see it in a new way. I discarded one part of it and realigned the other two sections. As I repainted most of the surface, I
ran tape along edges and across joints, using it to clarify the structure in the same way I had used the charcoal line in earlier drawings. When the tape was removed, the old painted surface showed through, preserving In contrast, Pink Foam Cutout 2 (Figure 16 ) is much more selfcontained. The black line defines edges and describes interior shapes that relate to the outer contour. As it divides the interior space, the line orders and controls the expansive nature of the pink material without reducing the large scale of the original cutout shapes.
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To establish a strong relationship between the outer shape or silhouette and the inside shapes, I decided to try drawing the interior shapes first on a sheet of foam and then cut out a combination of those shapes. After preparing a sheet of foam with a coat of acrylic gesso, I began a charcoal drawing similar to Collage Drawing (Figure 9 ). The expanded foam I was using has a somewhat soft surface. : It is made from spheres of polystyrene which are enlarged and bonded during a steam heat manufacturing process. Tiny pockets between spheres catch and hold the charcoal so that once a line is drawn, it cannot be completely erased.
When the charcoal is rubbed out, it leaves a warm gray-brown film or patina that builds a kind of atmosphere. As the drawing developed, the line doubled in width, second and ·third sheets of foam were added to the first, and Three Panel Drawing 1 (Figure 17 ) became mural size. world, what will my shapes become?" When I walked into the gallery to make readjustments in the hanging of the thesis exhibition, I happened to remember that question I had asked myself so long ago. Although the shapes do not represent specific objects around us, the work is meant to relate to our world and to imply in the relationship of its parts the structure of our environment and the process of analytical thought.
Each drawing and painting evolved as the structure of shape, line, and color was refined. Because the approach was not an attempt to illustrate a preplanned narrative, it allowed me to make many changes as the form began to suggest what the theme was to be. The work is not an explanation of some past event, as so many of my earlier paintings were, but is a manifestation of the present. It reveals to me qualities of my own character which become clarified as they find expression. I have 9 Motherwell, p. vii.
tried to make art that draws from both inside and outside sources, represents universal rather than strictly personal themes, and allows the form and the content to evolve in the process of discovering their relationship. Working this way, I have learned more about myself and about how to build a vocabulary of form.
